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“Often	 an	 era	most	 clearly	marks	with	 its	 seal	 those	





A	 whole	 generation	 of	 Europeans	 that	 came	 to	 adult	 life	 in	 the	 2000s,	 in	
particular	 those	born	 in	 the	peripheral	 countries	 of	 the	Eurozone,	 have	had	 to	
construct	their	adult	lives	within	a	recessive	financial	regime	that	is	now	widely	
known	as	‘austerity’	(cf.	Knight	and	Stewart	2016	or	Jones	2014).		In	relation	to	
earlier	 generations,	 they	 have	 been	 subjected	 to	 a	 high	 rate	 of	 permanent	
unemployment,	 to	 recurrent	 situations	 of	 working	 poverty,	 to	 a	 significant	
reduction	 in	 citizenship	 rights,	 and	 ultimately	 to	 the	 tragic	 fate	 of	 having	 to	
emigrate	 to	perform	underpaid	 jobs	 in	richer	European	countries	 (cf.	Narotsky	
2013,	2014).		
This	paper	is	based	on	fieldwork	carried	out	in	Southern	Portugalii	among	
the	 members	 of	 the	 millennial	 generation iii 	who	 stayed	 behind.	 The	 paper	
proposes	that	persons	are	intrinsically	familial	since	personhood	is	an	emergent	
property	 that	 develops	 within	 dwelling	 environments	 where	 more	 than	 one	
familial	history	is	normally	present	(see	Pina-Cabral	2017).	 	Persons,	therefore,	
are	indissociable	from	the	participations	out	of	which	arises	the	process	of	self-
creation,	 their	 personal	 ontogeny	 (see	 Pina-Cabral	 n.d.,	 Lévy-Bruhl	 1949). iv		
These	 young	 folk	 are	 familial	 persons	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 family	 and	 locality	
converge	in	the	constitution	of	who	they	are;	as	Heidegger	would	have	put	it,	for	
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them,	 being-in-place	 is	 being-with-others.	 	 While	 familial	 care	 is	 what	 makes	












the	 Enlightenment	 ideals	 of	 Lessing	 (esp.	 Laocoon,	 Lessing	 1988),	 Arendt	
redefines	Brecht’s	dark	 times	 in	more	 contemporary	 tones.	 In	 truth,	was	 there	






deeds.	 	For	her,	darkness	 is	not	a	 form	of	 silence,	but	of	noise.	 It	 is	a	darkness	
produced	 not	 by	 lack	 of	 light,	 but	 by	 the	 wrong	 lighting.	 It	 is	 a	 scarcity	 of	
illumination	right	in	the	middle	of	the	day.		For	Arendt,	darkness	is	produced	by	
acts	 of	 communication	 that,	 instead	 of	 informing,	 des-inform;	 by	 “speech	 that	
does	not	disclose	what	is	but	sweeps	it	under	the	carpet,	by	exhortations,	moral	
and	otherwise,	that,	under	the	pretext	of	upholding	old	truths,	degrade	all	truth	
to	 meaningless	 triviality.”	 (1968a:	 viii)	 	 Ours,	 once	 again,	 as	 proposed	 in	 this	
paper,	 are	 dark	 times,	 when	 our	 very	 love	 for	 our	 family,	 our	 town,	 and	 our	
nation	 is	 so	debased	by	mindless	 communication	 that	 it	 rouses	 suspicion	even	
(or	perhaps	most	of	all)	to	those	who	manipulate	it.		This	paper	attempts	to	think	
about	the	darkness	of	our	times.	








what	 Heidegger	 called	 this	 vague	 ‘they’	 by	 which	 we	 constantly	 measure	 our	
movements	in	the	world.		We	are	constantly	caring	about	the	way	we	differ	from	
‘they’,	 because	we	 cannot	 exist	without	 them.	 	Moreover,	 since	 ‘they’	 presents	





	 Because	 in	 the	constitution	of	 the	person	alterity	 is	anterior	 to	selfhood	
(see	Pina-Cabral	2017:	9),	this	‘they’	of	the	public	is	not	erasable.		And	what	is	at	
stake	 is	 not	 the	 presence	 of	 a	 specific	 other	 person	whose	meaning	we	would	
have	 to	 approach,	 but	 a	 kind	 of	 “inconspicuous	 domination	 by	 Others”	
(Heidegger	 1962:	 164).	 	 	 As	 ‘they’	 (das	 Man)—that	 is,	 in	 publicness—Others	
vanish	 as	 distinguishable	 from	 myself,	 which	 implies	 a	 form	 of	 domination,	
because	this	“inconspicuousness	and	unascertainability”	promotes	a	dictatorship	
of	 the	 ‘they’.	 	 Publicness	 obscures	 one’s	 experiential	world	 in	 such	 a	way	 that	
“what	 has	 thus	 been	 covered	 up	 gets	 passed	 off	 as	 something	 familiar	 and	




others	 and	 going	 on	 to	 the	 sense	 of	 beauty,	 or	 taste,	 with	 which	 we	 love	 the	
world.”	(Arendt	1968a:	11)		
	 Heidegger's	 original	 quote	 that	 inspired	 Arendt	 was,	 “the	 light	 of	 the	
public	darkens	everything”	(Arendt	1968b:	35).	 	To	 the	Heideggerian	notion	of	
publicness	 as	 a	 process	 of	 shadowing,	 Arendt	 adds	 Brecht’s	 anxiety	 about	 the	
injustice	 in	 our	 world.	 	 In	 this	 way,	 she	 moves	 its	 insight	 from	 the	 realm	 of	
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metaphysics	 to	 the	realm	of	a	political	philosophy—and	that	 is	how	the	notion	





everything	 that	 individuals	 carry	 with	 them	 innately	 can	 become	 visible	 and	
audible.”	(1968a:	10)		This	means	that,	to	the	extent	that	it	is	public,	no	one	can	
go	 without	 it,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 that	 it	 must	 involve	 more	 than	 one	
generation,	on	the	other	hand:	“it	must	transcend	the	life-space	of	mortal	men.”	
(1958:	 54).	 	 So,	when	 she	 speaks	 of	worldlessness,	 Arendt	 does	 not	mean	 the	
absence	 of	 world	 but	 rather	 a	 darkening	 of	 world;	 a	 more	 tenuous,	 distant	
condition	of	world;	a	necessary	alienation	 from	world	 that	comes	with	 the	 fact	
that	that	world	is	‘public’.			
We	all	experience	this	alienation	to	a	point,	as	Heidegger's	original	insight	
made	 clear.	 	 But	 there	 are	 historical	 moments,	 sociotemporal	 conditions,	 in	





	 For	 some,	 whose	 sense	 of	 entitlement	 is	 very	 strong,	 this	 darkness	
manifests	 itself	 as	 a	 fear	of	 lack	of	 control.	 	 The	world	 that	 they	manipulate	 is	
increasingly	unconnected	 to	 the	world	as	 it	 shines	back	at	 them;	a	darkness	 is	
installed	in	their	world;	a	mediatedness;	a	sense	of	being	abandoned	by	world.		A	
condition	 of	 worldlessness	 installs	 itself.	 	 This	 is	 the	 condition	 of	 the	
contemporary	 neo-Nazi	whites	 in	 North	 America	 or	 of	 the	 neoliberal	 ‘ruralist’	
politicians	 who	 took	 over	 Brazil’s	 government	 after	 the	 recent	 parliamentary	
coup.			
These	 people’s	 past	 was	 transmitted	 as	 tradition;	 thus,	 it	 possesses	
authority.	 	They	are	pressed	to	 fight	 ingloriously	 for	a	world	that	would	reflect	
an	authority	that	they	no	longer	possess	and,	the	more	they	fight	for	it,	the	less	it	
reflects	 back	 that	 authority.	 	 The	 ruralist	members	 of	 Congress	 in	 Brasília,	 for	
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example,	 who	 are	 presently	 struggling	 to	 abolish	 all	 legislation	 protecting	
indigenous	peoples	 and	 their	 rights	 to	 land,	 know	 fully	well	 that	 the	 land	 they	
own	was	acquired	through	murderous,	dirty	means	(grilagem)	and	that	they	are	
members	of	Congress	not	because	they	protect	the	voters’	interests	but	due	to	a	
deeply	 corrupt	 undemocratic	 manipulation	 of	 voting	 rights.	 	 Their	 world	
becomes	increasingly	equivocal	and	that	generates	frustration	and	fear.			




‘precariat’	 of	 today’s	 European	 peripheries:	 whether	 in	 the	 post-industrial	
environments	 of	 northern	 Britain,	 in	 the	 post-socialist	 wastelands	 of	 Eastern	
Europe,	or	in	the	peripheral	countries	of	‘austerity’	in	Southern	Europe.		For	such	
people	 too,	 publicness	manifests	 itself	 equivocally—by	means	 of	 a	 disjunction	
between	their	lived	experience	and	the	‘they’	that	colonizes	their	public	world;	a	
disjunction	which	calls	for	‘repair’	(see	Martine	and	Agu	2016).		They	too	live	in	a	
world	 that	 is	 dark,	 and	 growingly	 darker	 and	 darker.	 	 They	 principally	 suffer	
from	what	Arendt	qualified	as	“the	ignominy	of	poorly	paid	work”	(1968b:	29).		
Their	condition	as	‘working	poor’—that	is,	as	people	who	earn	from	their	work	
less	 than	 they	 need	 to	 survive	 in	 our	 contemporary	 consumer	 society—is	




In	 face	 of	 this,	 however,	 for	 today’s	 working	 poor	 in	 Europe,	 there	 is	
always	 some	 ‘hidden	 hand’	 somewhere	 that	 prevents	 ultimate	 collapse:	 they	
continue	 to	dress	 comfortably;	 they	 live	 in	 sordid	but	 sufficient	 environments;	
their	children	are	born	somehow;	and	they	somehow	get	to	bury	their	parents.		
Average	 living	 standards,	 with	 the	 possible	 exception	 of	 Greece,	 have	 not	
plummeted	 throughout	 Europe	 (see	 Bregman	 2017).	 	 Public	 life	 continues	 in	
spite	of	their	apparent	‘failure’—there	is	some	disgraceful	but	ultimately	efficient	




Brazil,	 their	world	has	 a	weird	 reflex	within	 it,	 it	 is	 equivocal	 (see	Pina-Cabral	
2002:	 105-126	 and	 2010);	 it	 reflects	 conjointly	 different	 pictures	 (marked	 by	
different	 spaces	 and	 different	 times).	 	 It	 is	 like	when	 I	 take	 a	 photograph	 of	 a	
fifteenth-century	object	in	a	display	case	at	a	museum,	but	when	I	look	at	it	later	
on	 at	 home,	 I	 discover	 that	 I	 also	 photographed	 at	 the	 same	 time	 the	
contemporary	 people	 that	 were	 walking	 in	 the	 museum	 behind	 me.	 	 In	 dark	
times,	 as	 Arendt	 puts	 it,	 “the	 public	 order	 is	 based	 on	 people	 holding	 as	 self-
evident	precisely	those	 ‘best	known	truths’	which	secretly	scarcely	anyone	still	
believes	in.”	(1968a:	11)		
Yet	 it	 is	 important	 to	 realize	 that	 this	 is	 not	 a	 matter	 of	 hypocrisy	 or,	
alternatively,	weakness	of	the	will.		However	strongly	I	might	believe	something,	
there	 is	 no	 such	 thing	 as	 absolute	 belief,	 because	 there	 is	 no	 such	 thing	 as	
absolute	truth.		All	human	truth	is	part	of	human	communication	in	history.		So,	
the	 North	 American	 neo-Nazi	 strongly	 suspects	 that	 others	 may	 have	 a	 good	




Furthermore,	 it	 is	 not	 hypocrisy	 or	weakness	 of	 the	will,	 in	 either	 case,	
because	 there	 was	 neither	 evil	 intent	 nor	 real	 option,	 respectively.	 The	 ‘they’	
(das	 Man)	 presents	 a	 world	 to	 them	 that	 does	 not	 match	 their	 actions	 and	
experiences—a	constant	disjunction	arises	in	their	world	between	the	meaning	
of	experience	and	public	meaning.	 	There	 is	no	 lie	 in	 their	 sentiments,	 there	 is	
only	 a	 vague	 sentiment	 of	 unfounded	 uncertainty.	 	 What	 happens	 is	 that	 a	
constant	 discomfort	 of	 distance	 arises	 between	 themselves	 and	 the	 averaging	
public	world	from	which	they	cannot	afford	to	distance	themselves.		Their	world	
‘darkens’	or	‘retracts’	(according	to	the	image	of	wordlessness),	thus	producing	a	











We	 live	 in	a	world	where	noise	obscures	meaning,	where	 too	much	 light	blurs	
our	vision.	 	Ours	is	a	time	when	a	deeply	ambivalent	word	such	as	‘austerity’	is	
all	 that	we	are	 left	with	as	a	means	 to	describe	how	 the	greed	of	 international	








local/national	 ‘moderate	centrist’	political	actors,	 claiming	 to	be	 fundamentally	
‘Europeanist’,	 incarnating	 the	 supreme	 rationality	 of	 the	 European	 spirit,	 are	
becoming	 more	 and	 more	 anti-democratic	 in	 their	 radical	 implementation	 of	
draconian	 austerity	 and	 neoliberal	 adjustment	 policies.”	 (2016—see	 also	
Narotsky	2012).		Public	truth	and	personal	experience	do	not	seem	to	match.			
Faced	 by	 growing	 worldlessness,	 humans	 experience	 a	 proneness	 to	
bracket	 the	equivocality	of	 the	public	 realm;	 they	adopt	a	virtualist	disposition	
that	grants	precedence	to	meaning	over	experience.	 	Arendt	again,	 “Those	who	
have	 lived	 in	such	 times	and	been	 formed	by	 them	have	probably	always	been	
inclined	 to	 despise	 the	 world	 and	 the	 public	 realm,	 to	 ignore	 them	 as	 far	 as	
possible,	or	even	to	overleap	them	and,	as	it	were,	reach	behind	them—as	if	the	
world	 were	 only	 a	 façade	 behind	 which	 people	 could	 conceal	 themselves—in	
order	to	arrive	at	mutual	understandings	with	their	fellow	men	without	regard	





What	 is	 the	darkness	of	our	times?	 	Let	me	provide	you	with	a	 lived	exemplar:	
the	life	story	of	a	45-year-old	resident	of	a	small	town	in	the	interior	of	southern	




facility,	 constantly	 situating	 the	events	of	his	 life	 against	 the	broader	historical	
timeline	 that,	as	a	 trained	historian,	he	assumes	 implicitly.	When	we	get	 to	 the	
painful	 points	 in	 his	 trajectory	 of	 self-constitution,	 I	 can	 detect	 in	 the	 video	
recording	of	our	conversation	that	his	carefully	shaved	cheeks	go	slightly	reddish	




onset	 of	 the	 African	 colonial	 war,	 Jorge’s	 father	 went	 to	 live	 in	 the	 big	 city	












capital,	 thus	 preventing	 the	 suppression	 of	 the	 military	 coup	 organized	 by	 a	
small	band	of	young	army	officers	against	the	colonialist	and	dictatorial	regime	
of	nearly	half	a	century’s	duration.	These	were	heady	days	of	 freedom,	but	not	
for	 Jorge’s	 family.	 	 	 A	 few	 months	 after,	 the	 father’s	 firm,	 occupied	 by	 the	
workers,	declared	bankruptcy.		He	was	left	jobless	in	the	middle	of	a	topsy-turvy	
world,	 where	 all	 his	 prosperity	 and	 all	 his	 life	 plans	 had	 suddenly	 vanished.	
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Together	with	his	wife,	with	whatever	earnings	they	had,	he	bought	a	small	van	
and	 started	 selling	 electrical	 appliances	 in	 the	 small	 country	 fairs	 throughout	





hoards	 of	 bitter	 dispossessed	 colons	 but	 soon	 also,	 as	 the	 civil	 wars	 became	
established	 in	 the	 African	 ex-colonies,	 black	 people	 of	 rural	 extraction	 started	
















urban	 dweller	 marked	 out	 in	 front	 of	 him.	 He	 was	 a	 good	 student	 who	 liked	




two	 years	 later,	 they	 are	 treated	 as	 foreigners.	 I	 have	 to	 admit	 that	 I	 did	 not	
immediately	accept	Jorge’s	statement	at	face	value.		How	can	the	son	of	a	person	
from	 a	 nearby	 town,	who	was	 raised	 and	 lived	 for	 over	 three	 decades	 in	 Vila	
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quite	 a	 few	 years.	 	 But	 her	 parents	 were	 so	 opposed	 to	 their	 friendship	 that,	
eventually,	she	was	forced	to	break	with	him.	Whilst	for	a	while	after	arriving	in	
Vila	Nova	Jorge	had	been	a	bad	student,	by	the	time	they	finished	School	he	was	
one	 of	 the	 best.	 	 Still,	 depressed	 by	 that	 rejection,	 and	 seeing	 that	 his	 parents	
were	 aging	 and	 had	 the	 heavy	 duty	 of	 raising	 his	 two	 younger	 siblings,	 Jorge	






the	 true	beginning	of	 “the	crisis.”	 	 Inflation	shot	 through	 the	roof	and	 the	shop	
became	 economically	 unprofitable.	 As	 his	 parents	 run	 it,	 he	 went	 to	 work	 for	
seventeen	years	in	the	only	respectable	hotel	in	town.		He	did	everything	there.		
At	 the	 end,	 he	 practically	 ran	 the	 hotel	 singlehandedly.	 	 The	 bosses	 were	
associated	to	building	interests.		So,	in	the	mid	2000s,	for	so	long	as	the	building	
industry	kept	having	 credit,	 they	kept	paying	 the	workers.	Although	 Jorge	was	
paid	 very	 little,	 it	 was	 enough	 to	 allow	 him	 to	 finally	 study	 for	 a	 degree	 in	
History,	his	true	vocation.			






from	 2011	 to	 2014,	 with	 a	 low	 of	 -4.50	 in	 2012.vi 	The	 state	 found	 itself	
handcuffed,	 boxed-in	 by	 the	 so-called	 	 ‘market’	 (encastré	 as	 the	 French	
economists	call	 it—Lemoine	2016:	23).	 I	 say	 ‘market’,	but	 in	 inverted	commas,	




only	 because	 of	 the	 corrupt	 manipulation	 of	 the	 rates	 of	 interest	 (suffice	 to	




the	 European	 Union	 to	 Presidents	 of	 the	 European	 Central	 Bank,	 people	






the	 repressive	 and	 authoritarian	 regulations	 through	 which	 the	 financial	
interests	 that	 dominate	 the	 European	 Union	 impose	 their	 recessive	 and	
exploitative	 policies	 in	 the	 name	of	 ‘austerity’.	 Debts	 to	 international	 creditors	
are	treated	as	written	in	stone,	but	social	debts	to	one’s	electors	and	pensioners	
are	treated	as	semi-serious	agreements.		
	 Working	 at	 night	 and	 studying	 during	 daytime,	 Jorge	 only	 managed	 to	






and	 it	was	quite	a	generous	one,	he	 tells	me,	but	 this	was	2007.	 	His	hotel	had	
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folded	 in	 and,	 although	 the	 owners	 did	 pay	 him	 the	 salaries	 in	 arrears,	 Jorge	




job	 as	 a	historian	or	 a	 teacher.	 	 Therefore,	 having	 eaten	 the	 loan,	 he	would	be	
settled	with	a	major	debt	that	he	would	have	no	means	to	repay.	He	run	the	risk	
of	losing	whatever	savings	his	parents	had	made	to	provide	for	their	old	age,	and	
even	the	house	that	 they	had	been	given	so	 long	ago	by	the	municipality.	 	This	
was	a	time	when	a	party	that	was	utterly	servile	to	the	interests	represented	in	
the	Troika	held	the	government.		People	were	being	evicted	from	their	homes	for	
the	 execution	 of	 even	 insignificant	 debts	 to	 the	 Tax	 Office.	 	 Once	 their	 houses	
were	 expropriated,	 the	 houses	 were	 sold	 in	 state	 auctions	 where	 they	 were	
valued	 at	 next	 to	 nothing.	 	 So	 people	were	 being	 left	without	 a	 home	 but	 still	
incapable	 of	 paying	 off	 their	 debts.	 Fortunately,	 on	 coming	 to	 power,	 the	 new	
government	 finally	 cancelled	 this	 disgusting	 anti-constitutional	 situation.	 But,	
while	it	lasted,	it	left	hoards	of	people	living	in	highly	precarious	conditions.	
During	 the	 financial	 crisis	 of	 2008-2012	 Portuguese	 tax-payers	 were	
forced	 to	 pay	 off	 vast	 amounts	 of	money	 in	 taxes,	 in	 salary	 reductions,	 and	 in	
decrease	 in	 state	 services.	 	 This	 suppressed	 the	 lower	 middle-class	 that	 had	
developed	 in	 the	 1990s,	 decreased	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 services	 provided	 by	 the	
State	 to	 the	 citizens,	 and	 led	 to	a	breach	of	 the	Constitution.	 	Portugal	had	not	










by	 January	 2012	 they	 were	 at	 17.36%,	 and	 it	 was	 not	 until	 2014	 that	 they	
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returned	 back	 to	 2006	 levels. viii 		 This	 totally	 suppressed	 employment	






his	home.	 	He	tells	me:	 ‘The	things	that	touch	us	are	close	to	our	skin.	I	 felt	the	
crisis	 in	my	 body.’	 	While	 he	 prefers	 not	 to	 elaborate	 on	 it,	 as	 he	 narrates	 his	






financial	 interests	 using	 the	 Troika	 as	 the	 principal	 mode	 of	 suppressing	
previously	 existing	 civil	 and	 trade	 union	 rights,	 have	 resulted	 in	 a	 severe	




Whilst	 Portugal	 experienced	 a	 meteoric	 rise	 in	 the	 level	 of	 education	 of	 the	
general	 population	 during	 the	 1990s	 and	 2000s,	 it	 still	 lives	 with	 the	
dictatorship’s	 historic	 legacy	 of	 very	 low	 levels	 of	 education	 and	









The	 traditional	 forms	 of	 employment	 that	 provided	 seasonal	 salaries	 to	
most	 people	 in	 small	 towns	 simply	 vanished.	 	 The	 proceeds	 of	 the	 modern,	
technologically	 intensive	agriculture	that	one	sees	flourishing	all	around	one	in	
Alentejo	today	do	not	percolate	at	all	to	the	local	economy.		The	only	‘jobs’	that	
are	 locally	 available	 are	 mediated	 by	 the	 authorities	 and	 they	 are	 related	 to	
forms	of	social	security	support.	
	 As	 he	 came	 out	 of	 his	 dark	 days,	 and	 as	 his	 unemployment	 payment	
finished,	 Jorge	decided	to	take	on	whatever	work	he	could	get.	 	He	asked	to	be	
received	by	the	President	of	the	Municipality	and	told	him	that	he	needed	to	eat	
and	 feed	 his	 parents	 and	 that	 he	was	 ready	 to	 do	 anything,	 even	 clean	 public	
toilets	or	sweep	streets.		The	party	bureaucrat	that	received	him	detected	Jorge’s	
education	from	his	manner	of	expressing	himself	and	decided	to	give	him	some	
temporary	work.	 	The	 lowly	 job	description	apparently	had	nothing	 to	do	with	
what	 Jorge	was	 actually	 asked	 to	 do.	 	 In	 practical	 terms	 he	was	 placed	 at	 the	
disposal	of	the	local	Historical	Archives.	Sometime	in	the	early	2000s,	at	a	time	
when	 the	 system	 of	 post-university	 apprenticeships	 was	 launched	 and	
subsidised,	 there	 had	 been	 a	 change	 of	 generation	 in	 the	 municipality’s	
leadership.	The	new	President	 (2013	elections,	 a	 young	 economist)	 decided	 to	
modernise	 the	 services	 the	municipality	 provided.	 	 So	 he	 used	 the	 subsidised	





	 Jorge	 found	a	kindred	 soul	 in	 the	historian	 in	 charge	of	 the	Library	and	
Archives.	 	He	worked	 for	 a	 year;	 then	worked	 for	 another	 six	months	without	
pay;	 then	 managed	 to	 get	 an	 apprenticeship	 for	 18	 months;	 then	 he	 got	
employed	once	again	under	a	false	description	to	work	for	another	year.		He	will	
be	 unemployed	 again	 in	 September	 2017.	 	 In	 the	 meantime,	 he	 has	 been	
incredibly	active	doing	what	he	is	really	good	at.		They	are	busy	writing	a	history	
of	 the	 local	 wine-growing	 industry,	 which	 is	 the	 local	 strong	 earner	 and	 they	
managed	to	launch	a	Museum	of	Jewish	Heritage	in	the	second	urban	nucleus	of	
the	municipality	 (Vila	Velha,	 a	beautiful	hill-top	medieval	 town).ix		This	was	an	
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utter	success,	calling	many	tourists	from	abroad	to	visit.		Indeed,	there	is	nothing	
especially	 Jewish	about	 this	 town,	only	 that	 it	 lays	close	 to	 the	Spanish	border.		
So,	 when	 the	 Spanish	 Kings	 in	 1492	 expelled	 the	 Jews,	 they	moved	 in	 hoards	
across	 the	 border	 and	many	 settled	 in	 towns	 like	 Vila	 Velha,	 forming	 Jewries	
there.	Five	years	later,	the	same	Spanish	Queen	finally	managed	to	force	the	hand	
of	 the	 Portuguese	 king.	 	 All	 of	 those	 Jews	 were	 forcefully	 converted	 to	
Christianity.	 	 Their	 lack	 of	 faith,	 however,	 soon	 became	 apparent	 and	 the	
Inquisition	 busily	 plied	 its	 dirty	work	 from	 1536	 to	 the	 late	 1700s.	 Is	 it	 not	 a	
factor	of	darkness	that	the	museum	Jorge	and	his	colleagues	mounted	to	glorify	
the	 Jewish	 memory	 is	 placed	 in	 the	 only	 house	 in	 Vila	 Velha	 that	 can	 be	
historically	identified	with	the	Jewish	presence	in	town—the	local	headquarters	
of	the	Inquisition?	
	 For	 Jorge,	 however,	 this	was	 a	 profound	 experience.	 	He	 says:	 ‘The	 one	
project	that	I	did	that	I	really	loved	was	that	of	the	Jewry.		Unfortunately,	when	




himself?	He	 lives	 here,	 and	 he	 knows	what	 it	 is	 to	 be	 a	 stranger	 in	 one’s	 own	




	 As	 it	 happens,	 some	 years	 ago,	 his	 old	 girlfriend	 suffered	 a	 severe	
professional	 accident	 and	was	 pensioned	 off.	 	 Everyone	 in	 her	 family	 remains	
opposed	 to	 their	 being	 together,	 but	 her	 parents	 have	 now	 died	 and	 she	 lives	
alone	in	their	family	home	in	the	centre	of	town.		They	got	together	again,	having	
decided	 that,	 either	 they	make	 a	 go	 of	 it	 now,	 or	 they	will	 both	 land	 up	 dying	
alone.	 	 So	he	moved	 in	with	her,	not	 far	 from	the	place	where	he	works	at	 the	
moment.		The	first	morning	that	he	slept	there,	he	had	to	take	the	rubbish	to	the	
bins	at	the	bottom	of	the	street.	 	As	he	came	out	of	the	door,	the	neighbours	in	
front	were	 staring	at	him	angrily	 from	 their	 side	of	 the	 road.	He	greeted	 them	
with	a	head	gesture	but	did	not	want	a	confrontation,	so	he	went	to	deposit	his	
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bag	silently.	 	On	 the	way	back,	 the	women	called	 to	him	aggressively,	 shouting	
that	 the	decent	people	 that	 live	 in	 this	 street	normally	greet	each	other	with	a	
“Good	day!”	and	that	they	could	see	what	sort	of	person	he	was	and	that	they	did	
not	welcome	him	here	at	all.	He	failed	to	reply	and	went	back	in.		Over	time,	he	
supposes,	 they	will	 come	 to	get	used	 to	having	him	 there.	His	principal	worry,	
however,	 is	 that,	 come	 September,	 he	 will	 again	 be	 jobless.	 	 Will	 he	 then	 be	






for	 the	 active	 life.	 	 Mind	 you,	 he	 is	 active,	 but	 that	 is	 only	 during	 the	 small	





If	 one	 considers	 the	 members	 of	 the	 millennial	 generation	 in	 Vila	 Nova	 as	 a	
group,	the	first	thing	to	note	is	that	they	are	fully	part	of	consumer	society.		Now,	
this	may	 seem	an	obvious	 thing	 to	 say,	 as	 there	 is	probably	nowhere	on	earth	
today	where	consumer	society	has	not	spread	its	tentacles.		But	it	is	important	to	




called	 ‘structural	reforms’	has	been	 the	renewed	buoyancy	of	 the	black	market	
that	 the	 Portuguese	 state	 had	 largely	 managed	 to	 bring	 under	 control	 in	 the	




way	of	doing	 it.	 	Rather,	 it	 is	 that	my	experience	of	myself	as	a	human	being	 is	
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radically	 reshaped	 by	 consumer	 needs;	 I	 desire	 these	 things	 because,	 by	
drastically	reducing	my	level	of	pain	and	increasing	my	level	of	personal	comfort,	
they	become	part	of	what	it	is	to	live	in	a	properly	human	way.		One	learns	how	
to	 use	 the	 technical	 wonders	 that	 consumer	 society	 provides	 and	 one	 cannot	
move	 back	 to	 a	 life	 without	 cars,	 without	 bicycles,	 without	 modern	medicine,	
without	 modern	 clothing,	 without	 modern	 food,	 without	 Dettol,	 you	 name	 it.	
Note,	 you	 must	 not	 read	 what	 I	 say	 as	 amounting	 to	 an	 argument	 against	
technological	 improvement—I	 fully	 take	 on	 Rutger	 Bregman’s	 argument	 that	
everyone’s	quality	of	 life	has	objectively	 improved	with	 the	onset	of	 consumer	
society	 (2017).	 	 Rather,	 I	 am	 only	 noting	 that,	 once	 one	 enters	 into	 it,	
consumption	becomes	a	strong	force	in	one’s	experience	from	which	one	cannot	
move	 away.	 	 As	 we	 all	 know	 through	 overeating,	 there	 is	 probably	 nothing	
harder	to	do	than	reduce	one’s	level	of	consumption.			
Now,	 it	 seems	 important	 to	 stress	 that	 this	 so-called	 austerity	 regime	
prevents	people	from	having	income	security,	from	earning	a	decent	salary,	from	
making	savings	on	their	earnings,	but	 it	does	not	prevent	 them	from	remaining	
marginally	within	 consumer	society.	 	The	 four	 large	 commercial	outlets	of	Vila	
Nova	are	the	busy	hubs	of	today’s	local	life.		Austerity	is	not	only	about	curbing	
people’s	access	to	the	things	that	make	life	comfortable	and	fun,	it	is	also	about	
preventing	 them	 from	 inventing	 new	 modes	 of	 moving	 out	 of	 the	 consumer	
regime.		This	is	done	by	the	state,	supported	by	the	Troika	that	controls	it.			They	




rest	 of	 their	 lives.	 In	 short,	 the	 young	 people	 I	 study	 are	 thoroughly	 and	
irremediably	members	of	the	international	society	of	consumption,	but	they	are	
so	in	a	peripheral	and,	as	it	were,	wounded	condition.	
	 The	 second	 aspect	 to	 be	 highlighted	 is	 people’s	 adherence	 to	 forms	 of	






information	 that	 their	 smartphones	provide	 (cf.	Aschoff	2015).	 	They	all	 speak	
simple	English,	possessing	a	kind	of	informal	literacy	that	allows	them	not	only	
to	 express	 themselves	 in	writing,	 but	 also	 to	manipulate	 images.	 	 The	 days	 in	
which	 the	 anthropologist	 was	 expected	 to	 function	 as	 photographer	 or	 video	
maker	have	gone.	 	Everyone	around	photographs	and	films	at	 least	as	well	as	I	
do,	and	shares	 their	visual	and	 textual	products	 in	networks	 that,	beyond	 local	
sociality,	reach	to	the	whole	world.	
There	 is	 a	 positive	 and	 a	 negative	 side	 to	 this	 digital	 mastery.	 	 The	
positive	side	 is	 the	way	 in	which	the	smartphone	generation	can	exercise	 their	
condition	 as	 familial	 persons	 beyond	 their	 geographic	 location.	 They	 are	
constantly	 in	 contact	 with	 their	 friends	 and	 family	 who	 are	 not	 immediately	
present.	This	changes	significantly	their	 forms	of	socialising	and	opens	them	to	
networks	 of	 friendship	 that	 reach	 significantly	 beyond	 the	 confines	 of	 local	
society.	 	 In	 turn,	 that	means	 that	 differences	 in	 class	 and	 income	 become	 less	
impeditive	 of	 social	 intercourse.	 	 They	 have	 the	manners	 required	 to	 perform	
most	 forms	 of	 socializing,	 so	 that	 I	 have	 witnessed	 that	 they	 find	 themselves	
genuinely	at	ease	in	the	midst	of	the	truly	wealthy	(e.g.	the	extremely	rich	foreign	
people	 who	 acquire	 smart	 ranches	 in	 the	 Portuguese	 countryside	 or	 elegant	
apartments	in	the	newly	renewed	buildings	of	historical	Lisbon).		
The	negative	 side	 is	 the	way	 in	which	virtualism	empties	out	 the	public	
sphere.	To	return	to	the	words	of	Hanna	Arendt,	the	media	encourage	people	to	
reach	behind	the	public	realm	‘as	if	the	world	were	only	a	façade	behind	which	
people	 could	 conceal	 themselves—in	order	 to	arrive	at	mutual	understandings	












and	 grandparents,	 but	 they	 also	 have	 less	 collaterals,	 as	 the	 fertility	 rate	
diminished	 significantly	 in	 the	1970s	 and	1980s.	 	 This	means	 that	 very	 few	of	
them	find	 themselves	 in	 the	position	of	not	having	where	 to	 live.	 	 In	Vila	Nova	





necessarily	 humiliating	 or	 sordid.	 I	 have	 found	 among	my	 respondents	 a	 large	














local	 communities	 to	 survive	 but	 they	 do	 not	 know	 how	 they	 will	 contribute	
towards	ensuring	the	future	sustainability	of	those	very	same	families	and	local	
communities.	
	 It	 might	 seem	 at	 first	 hand	 that	 ‘work’	 in	 the	 form	 of	 ‘jobs’—that	 is,	
decently	 paid,	 reasonably	 secure	 employment	 with	 support	 for	 social	
reproduction	needs,	such	as	sickness,	pregnancy,	leisure	and	old	age—is	what	is	
lacking	 in	 Alentejo	 today.	 	 Interestingly,	 however,	 this	 is	 not	 how	 my	
respondents	 explain	 it	 to	 me.	 	 They	 emphatically	 refuse	 to	 carry	 out	 the	
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conjunction	between	‘work’	and	‘job’	that	Gorz	identified	so	long	ago	as	a	major	
analytical	 problem:	 “‘Work’	 nowadays	 refers	 almost	 exclusively	 to	 activities	
carried	out	for	a	wage.	The	terms	‘work’	and	‘job’	have	become	interchangeable:	









that	 they	 have	 to	 find	 alternative	 sources	 of	 self-validation,	 much	 as	 they	 are	
being	constantly	pressed	to	perform	‘jobs’	by	the	very	same	state	apparatus	that	
does	 not	mobilise	 these	 very	 same	 ‘jobs’.	 So	 the	 ‘training	 schools’,	 the	 ‘unpaid	





living	 conditions	of	 these	people	or	 the	way	 capital	works	 in	Europe	 today.	 	 It	
does	function,	however,	as	a	form	of	systematic	moral	oppression	of	the	poorer	
classes	of	Europe’s	peripheral	regions.		We	must	return	to	Hanna	Arendt’s	words	




In	 Alentejo,	 the	 incongruity	 between	 a	 present	 surge	 in	 agricultural	
development	 that	 is	 accompanied	 by	 a	 steady	 reduction	 in	 employment	 only	
appears	 incongruous	 if	 one	 fails	 to	 grasp	 that,	 as	 James	 Livingston	 put	 it,	 “If	











Utopia	 for	 Realists	 (2017),	 where	 he	 argues	 in	 favour	 of	 alternative	 modes	 of	
mobilising	 people’s	 creative	 potential	 in	 a	 world	where	 ‘labour’	 and	 ‘jobs’	 are	
probably	not	a	realistic	expectation	ever	again.	
Another	consequence	of	 this	process	 is	 that,	much	 in	 the	same	perverse	
way	 in	which	 this	 austerity	 regime	has	promoted	 the	black	economy,	 so	has	 it	
also	encouraged	the	promotion	of	a	deep	sense	of	localism.	Throughout	Europe,	
populist	 forms	 of	 nationalism,	 xenophobia,	 and	 localist	 community-support	
schemes	have	emerged	over	the	past	decade.		Whilst	some	of	these	responses	are	
constructive,	most	of	them	are	deeply	counterproductive,	for	they	fail	to	address	
the	 real	 problems	 of	 those	who	 fall	 in	 for	 them.	 	 They	 play	 into	 the	 hands	 of	
populist	politicians	who	vaunt	a	future	of	‘job’	promotion,	which	they	fully	know	
to	 be	 unrealistic	 given	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 present	 international	 finance	 system.		
For	people	like	Jorge	there	is	little	relation	between,	on	the	one	hand,	their	need	
for	 income	 in	 order	 to	 survive	 as	 a	 consumer,	 which	 he	 manages	 to	 obtain	







friends	 get	 together	 to	 support	 them	 in	 the	 inevitable	 moments	 of	 personal	
crisis.		Perhaps	that	is	one	of	the	reasons	why	the	neighbours	are	loath	to	accept	
Jorge	 as	 one	 of	 theirs,	 even	 after	 he	 lived	 there	 for	 so	 long.	 Community	 and	
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